In June 2013, the Gezi Park protests challenged the akp (Justice and Development Party) government's plans to privatize the park in central Istanbul and cut down six hundred trees in order to construct a shopping mall in the shape of the historic artillery barracks (Topçu Kışlası) that had previously stood on the site of Istanbul's Taksim Square. Within days, the protests had become a countrywide movement that made millions of people take to the streets, not only to protest the government's decision but also to stand up for their rights and freedom that were being undermined by the government's authoritarian style. How did the protests start and spread to other cities so quickly? What were the motivations that brought together the different people who took part in the protests? Is it possible to define the dynamics and political processes that affected the demonstrations?
It is not surprising that since June 2013 there have been many analyses trying to explain the events' dynamics and mechanisms, which changed Turkey's agenda at the time. Edited by Umut Özkırımlı and with a foreword by Judith Butler, this book consists of nine chapters that discuss the Gezi protests in reference to different perspectives and describe the various factors that led to the protests. Discussing several aspects of the Gezi Park protests, this volume seeks to analyze these demonstrations in comparison to other movements around the world, relating them to neo-liberal politics in Turkey and investigating their possible effects.
The main aim of the volume, as Özkırımlı writes in the introduction, "is to offer a preliminary analysis of Gezi protests, based on participant observations, informal interviews with protestors and, in some cases, active participation in the events as they were/are unfolding" (p. 3). He then puts forward several general questions and themes addressed in the book, such as: the timing of the protests; the protestors' profile and the motivations that brought these different actors together; the reasons behind the akp government's choice to suppress the protests instead of listening to the protestors' demands; gender, sexuality, body politics, and the space that shaped the protests; the potential implications of the protests for society and politics in Turkey; and, finally, connections and similarities to protest movements in other parts of the world.
Generally, the book seeks to provide a preliminary analysis of the events, and it accomplishes this goal. Nevertheless, it is difficult to discern connections throughout the chapters. Rather than focusing on several key motivations to explore what conditions caused the protests to happen exactly at that time, the chapters put more emphasis on the actors, repertoires, and dynamics of the protests. Moreover, the lack of a general theoretical grounding across the chapters prevents the book from presenting a strong analysis of the protests.
Even though the chapters cover very different aspects of the protests, they do share some common perspectives concerning the protests' actors, repertoires, dynamics, and processes. Regarding the actors, on the one hand, all authors agree about their diversity of identities, discourses, and aims, as they included ecologists, anti-capitalist Muslims, Kurds, lgbt activists, feminists, and so on. On the other hand, as Özkırımlı states, there were many young people present who were attending a political action for the first time, even though these youth had previously been criticized for constituting an apolitical generation. The chapters mainly state that the actors were young, urban, and educated, and that organized groups alongside unorganized ones joined the demonstrations. The authors also indicate that the protests were unpredictable, civil, spontaneous, non-ideological, and leaderless; moreover, there is common agreement that the nature of the protests was heterogeneous.
It is important to mention, however, that each chapter underlines the variety of actors that took part. For example, Soli Özel ("A Moment of Elation: The Gezi Protests/Resistance and the Fading of the akp Project"), who offers a broader perspective that allows us to compare Gezi Park with other movements around the world, stresses the universal similarities of the protestors' profiles and describes them all as middle-class citizens who are trying to recover their status, as they are being sidelined by the neo-liberal economic system and a newly rising middle-class. Onur Bakıner ("Can the 'Spirit of Gezi' Transform Progressive Politics in Turkey?"), on the other hand, stresses that the unifying character of the protests brought together "Kemalists and anti-Kemalists, Turkish nationalists and Kurdish activists, fans of rival soccer teams and so on" (p. 66). Emrah Yıldız ("Cruising Politics: Sexuality, Solidarity and Modularity after Gezi"), moreover, argues that lgbt organizations played a major role in the protests. Ömür Harmanşah ("Urban Utopias and How They Fell Apart: The Political Ecology of Gezi Parkı"), finally, shows the similarities between the Gezi protests and other struggles around the world by arguing that they are all ecological struggles in which local communities, environmental and human rights activists, academics, public intellectuals, students, and politicians were involved.
All of the articles in this volume point to social media as one of the protest repertoires of the actions, stressing the effective usage of social media for informing people all over Turkey, while the mainstream media ignored the protests. Besides the extreme police violence and Erdoğan's polarizing attitude, the efficient usage of social media is considered to be one of the most
